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1275 forty customary tenants each with half a virgate; in
1542 three tenants still occupied a half virgate, and there
were one holder of thirty acres, two of sixty, and three of
seventy-five. This is an excellent instance of the growth of
large farms out of consolidated tenements; while on a
Dorsetshire manor1 we find one villein holding a hide and
four others with half a hide each. But often the process of
formation was more irregular, and the outlines of the original
holding were completely obliterated.
Their           We can easily picture to ourselves the methods by
which capitalist enterprise was building up larger tenancies.
The commutation of labour services destroyed the lord's
interest in preserving the uniformity of the villein holding,
and weakened irreparably the influences which had main-
tained practical equality among the members of the
different strata of manorial population. Once seigniorial
pressure was removed, the competitive instinct inherent in
the human spirit reasserted itself with greater ease, com-
mercial forces were brought into play, and the most varied
economic conditions made their appearance. As an im-
mediate consequence of the Black Death a large number
of holdings had reverted to the lord of the manor, and in
a great multitude of cases they must have been taken over
by the surviving tenants. The alienation of the demesne
and encroachment upon the waste afforded renewed oppor-
tunities to the enterprising farmer, and enabled well-to-do
tenants to extend the size of their holdings. At the same
time a land-market2 was developed among the village land-
holders themselves. The desire to combine unity of manage-
ment with unity of ownership impelled many peasants to
consolidate their strips, buy out the holdings of their im-
poverished neighbours, and amalgamate their new acquisi-
tions with their old. Thus side by side with the disintegra-
tion of the manorial system went the gradual substitution
of large farms for small, as the outcome of a tentative
capitalist regime. The dissolving forces of commercialism
1 Victoria County History, Dorsetshire, ii. 232.
9 Cf. Tawney, Agrarian Problem, part i. chapter 2; The English Historical
Review, xvii, 781.